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I learned more from him than from any other teacher.
My least favorite English teacher also made people laugh. Some students found him to be wonderfully funny. Many others did not. He assigned journals over a six week period, to be written in every day. At the end of the six weeks I had a notebook full of jotted ideas, short story fragments, reactions to what we had read, and so on. Our teacher announced that we would be grading each other's journals. Mine was passed to Joe, the class clown, He describes approaches that separate types of humor (pun, joke, riddle, funny story, funny comment), a 1988 study by Downs that questioned whether humor in general was an effective teaching tool (it is, when relevant to the subject), and several other attempts at categorization. None of these, however, compared the effectiveness of different types of humor in the classroom. Perhaps the question is too complicated for a modern scientific study to properly answer.
Humor in the classroom owes something to the intuitive balancing and give-and-take of the medical practitioners of Shakespeare's day. People at that time believed that some combination of"humours," fluids in the body, dictated a person's attitude, behavior, and even health. I believe that there are at least five basic directions or intents of humor whose ebb and flow dictate attitude, behavior, and even health for students and teacher. Sometimes a scene can be funny, even if it was not intended to be.
How do we find humorous material in authors we have never read before? One way is to ask mentors and fellow teachers, especially if you wonder if a certain passage is meant to be read funny or read straight. It also helps to picture the scenes clearly in your mind. The scene from To Kill a Mockingbird never struck me as particularly funny until, as I prepared to teach the novel one year, my wife and I read it aloud to each other as we drove from Chicago to Philadelphia and back. The scene with the ham costume almost caused us to run off the road with laughter.
Sometimes a scene can be funny, even if it was not intended to be. Our freshman literature book contains a passage from William Bradford's "On Plymouth Plantation" that describes a sailor falling overboard and surviving by catching a rope and dragging behind the ship for some distance. One year a student compared that scene (with appropriate gestures and sounds) to learning to water ski-falling, but forgetting to let go of the rope. It helped the class picture the scene and see it as a humorous moment (though they recognized that, at the time, neither Bradford, the sailor, nor anyone else thought it funny).
Although it is easy to dismiss a classroom full of laughter as a bunch of slackers more interested in entertainment than learning, we need to remind ourselves again and again that we remember that which we laugh at.
Humor at the Expense of Literature
Humor drawn from a poem, essay, novel, short story, or play should not be confused with humor at the expense of a piece of literature. I once had a professor who disdainfully introduced Romeo and Juliet as "A tragedy that could have been averted if Verona had a decent postal system." Although this comical reference to Friar Laurence's difficulties in trying to alert Romeo to the hoax of Juliet's death was probably meant first of all to be amusing, it had the effect of conveying to us his dislike for the play. That dislike was, I suspect, contagious for some.
If the teacher mocks the literature being studied, or the author who wrote it, that sends a powerful message to students. In a television world filled with mocking laughter, it tells students that the teacher doesn't really believe there is any reason to take this stuff seriously. I once contemplated Perhaps you have had students use a similar tactic in class. They disparage someone's writing or their enjoyment of an Annie Dillard essay, or they make fun of the dialect in Richard Wright's Native Son. If the insulted person or the teacher takes offense, the insulter replies, "I was only kidding. Can't you take a joke?" Of course, it isn't ajoke. Not really. It is an insult. These sorts of things happen in the classroom as well (and perhaps in the teachers' lounge, but that is another issue). Sometimes the students initiate them. Sometimes it is the teachers. Earlier this year I expressed my disappointment to a student who obviously had great dramatic talent but had chosen not to try out for any plays over her four years in high school. I knew the student fairly well and thought she would understand when I kidded that I would never forgive her for not trying out. I suppose I meant it as a kind of compliment. She was profoundly hurt by my offhand remark. Fortunately she talked to me about it. Funny stuff isn't funny if it hurts your audience.
How do you judge whether a comment will be understood as funny by the person you direct it to? I don't think we can count on being able to judge accurately all the time. Some classroom humor is planned, but most of it is spontaneous. That is some of the most effective motivating and teaching we do. Even so, sometimes it backfires.
We can take some steps to prevent those times when it backfires. But we can think about what we say, even after we've said it. When the drama student walked away from me after that conversation, she wasn't laughing. She wasn't even grinning. That should have been a sign. But even if she was laughing, if I had second thoughts about it later in the day, I should have checked back with her and clarified the comment. I also could have turned the joke back toward myself. Self-deprecating humor has a wonderful way of letting students lower their guards and talk about things with open minds. Maybe if I had told the drama student that I would never forgive myself for not finding a way to get her into a play, my comment would have had better results.
Humor that hurts the audience is counterproductive. If you allow your students or yourself to engage in it, it stifles creativity and class participation and creates an atmosphere of fear.
Humor That Builds Up, or Sometimes Even Shapes Identity
Humor can be used to build up student confidence and sometimes even help students forge a new, freer identity. Rick, for example, was the kind of class clown who made fun of his own stupidity. Although at times he had genuine flashes of insight, usually his stereotyped image of himself got in the way. During national poetry month I taught my students how to write haiku. Rick misunderstood the directions and thought that haiku needed to have end-rhyme. When he read his poem in class, there were a few snickers from the rest of the group. Before the snickering could develop into laughter at him, I suggested that Rick had developed a new haiku variant, the Rickian Haiku. The laughter came then, but it was subtly different, more congratulatory than insulting. A year later, Rick still plays the clown, but he writes poems often enough to give me some to look at every couple of weeks. Humor is a good way to turn a marcH 1999 
